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Abstract
Public libraries are a staple American institution, and one that was created to adapt and react to
its surrounding communities. Public libraries are unique in their ability to anticipate and fill a
community’s needs, as evidenced by their constant evolution to remain relevant and provide upto-date services to all users. To highlight this evolution, librarians from both the Fulton County
Public Library System in Atlanta, GA and the Enoch Pratt Free Library system were interviewed
to gauge what the library’s role is in a modern world, in a world newly ravaged by COVID-19,
and how that role has evolved and is evolving. Perhaps the most common theme throughout the
interviews is that the library is working to shift from providing information to providing
resources. In addition to books, libraries also provide access to the internet, digital literacy
classes, mobile WIFI hotspots, and a variety of other programs and services. When COVID-19
made a virtual world a necessity, libraries stepped in and helped even the field. Because of the
high adaptability of libraries, as illustrated through the swift changes to adjust to life with
COVID-19 and in other evolutions in library history, libraries have proved that they are not
going away: if anything, they are becoming all the more relevant.
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Preface
The public library in my hometown is rather small. I grew up going to the Faulkner
County Public Library, a stone’s throw from Hendrix College, in Conway, Arkansas. It’s bigger
than some Arkansas libraries. The book collection has a children’s, young adult, and adult
section, and while it is mainly one story, the building goes pretty far back. Walking to the end of
the building you literally descend into the library, which is set at a slight decline. Toward the
front, you can find children’s books to the left and adult fiction on the right, the middle is young
adult and adult nonfiction, and at the very back are magazines and periodicals. There’s a small
seating area where on more than one occasion my mom would go to sit as she sifted through
magazines and waited for me to finish browsing. The small seating area overlooks a community
garden, and if you do happen to wander this far back into the library, the air feels a little different
than it does at the top, near the entrance. It carries more magic here, like the beginning of a
quest. There’s normally a homeless person sleeping in one of the big armchairs, a person reading
the newest issue of Time or National Geographic, a dad trying to corral kids. Sometimes it’s
empty but usually not; there’s almost always small scatterings of people browsing audiobooks or
CDs, printing something off, wandering the stacks in search of new reading material.
On Sundays one of my parents would take me to the library. My mom was a school
librarian and my dad worked in higher education (at the college a stone’s throw from the library),
so my brother and I fully understood the value of education and literacy, and, by association and
practice, the value of the public library. My parents would switch who took me; some weeks my
dad would play tennis and my mom would take me; other weeks my mom would go walking
with one of her friends and my dad and I would go. My brother would come sometimes too, but
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while he appreciated the library and knew its value, he wasn’t quite as enthralled with it in his
youth as I was.
I grew up in that library. I remember waddling through the brightly colored children’s
section, picking up picture books about dogs that could speak and small French girls in hotels
and orphanages. I then graduated to junior fiction, which was in the same section as young adult
but given designated shelving toward the front. I picked up slim chapter books that I devoured,
trading them in for thicker and thicker reading material until I made the jump to young adult. I
read all the time, and while I had friends and a social life that was rather tame but nevertheless
consistent, reading was one of my favorite pastimes. I remember one of the first books that
jumped me over to the adult fiction section, and I walked across the room to the noticeably taller
shelves that seemed to swallow you upon entering, wondering how I got to be old enough to be
there.
But the Conway library of my memories was, and continues to be, an almost living entity.
It evolved, changed, and interacted with the pulse and pull of the community. The children’s
section was remodeled at least once, new plush, child-sized furniture coming in and replacing
hard wooden chairs. The CD section moved from its proud display at the front of the library to a
spot farther back. The community garden came in when I was pretty little, but I remember all the
excitement as people signed up for their plots, everyone excited about the prospect of fresh
vegetables and flowers. When I was around ten, the library started offering yoga classes that my
mom would sometimes attend, in one of the back rooms that I had been ignorant of until then.
There were summer reading programs broken up by age, and camps in the summer to get kids
involved in activities that didn’t require any money but were always nonetheless entertaining.
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Public libraries are an institution that’s difficult to truly appreciate from afar because of
these small, subtle changes. Without much knowledge of libraries, it is easy to assume that they
only contain books and uptight librarians who shush you at the first meager sound and ancient,
out-of-date rules and regulations and requirements. It’s only once you become familiar with
public libraries, when you go inside and see a homeless person sleeping in the corner hidden
behind a nonfiction shelf or watch the librarians reading to a gaggle of children for Storytime or
renting out a toolbox to a woman trying to fix up her car or helping a man complete a resume
online that you truly understand how vital libraries are to the community. Public libraries are
unique in this flexibility as well. Academic and research libraries are revered and great houses of
knowledge, often with special documents and rare artifacts, but they lack the programming and
accessibility that make public libraries so special.
The people who inhabit the library today are as various as the resources the library has to
offer. There were (and still are) always people sitting at the computers, two or three kids
crammed around one computer watching a friend play a video game, an adult or two getting
work done while clicking away on the keyboard. A couple of older folks wander through the
adult fiction section in search of a good mystery to read. Sometimes college age kids sit with
their backpacks and their laptops at some of the open tables. People have their routines with the
library, routines that revolve around which library services best cater to their needs, and much to
the library’s credit, they are attempting to fulfill as many needs as possible. The library is in
constant motion, trying to determine what services and building structures would be most
beneficial for a new population of the community.
For some, it’s the prospect of a safe, climate-controlled space with drinking fountains and
friendly staff. Parents use the library with their kids who are learning to read and are devouring
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books at such a quick rate that the library is the only sustainable way to satiate the desire to
practice their newfound ability. Some use the library for the books, looking to learn a new skill,
or fact, or simply escape for a couple of hours into a different time and place. Some take yoga or
self-defense classes, or attend any of the other programs the library offers. And there are yet
others who have and will continue to come for reasons other than the ones listed above, whose
motives and motivations for their regular appearance at the library will remain a mystery but
who will show up on the third Tuesday of every month and spend a few hours there. The library
welcomes them and actively works to make the space a conducive and warm environment for all
of them and ones who haven’t yet heard of the library.
I’ve been to a vast assortment of public libraries now, and proudly have four library cards
displayed on my car keys (my address at one of them has probably expired but I refuse to take it
off on principle). Libraries are much like other institutions-- they differ from place to place in
building material and style and date of establishment, but for the most part, all public libraries
are the same at their core. No matter where they’re situated, North, South, rural community or
big city, they feel the same when you walk in them, worlds of possibility and knowledge hidden
in the books on the shelves, in the computers and printers and free classes, and in the library staff
who always seem to have time for even the most trivial of problems. Libraries boast that they are
a truly democratic institution, one of the only ones left. Their democratic spirit is centered in
their willingness to adapt. If something isn’t working, they quickly pivot to make it better; if
something is working, they figure out why and apply it to the other aspects of the library. The
library never rests, is never truly static.
Libraries are a unique space because of this tendency to adaptation. They take on the
culture and problems within both their local community and within the community of public

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

8

libraries across America, and in doing so they have become ingrained in the very fabric of the
United States. They might not always be at the forefront of the public’s mind, but they are tightly
knit within the community, upholding many of the democratic ideals America believes it’s based
on. Perhaps Deborah Fallows, one of the authors of Our Towns and someone who has visited a
wide array of libraries in her travels across the USA, explains it best: “Inside public libraries […]
you see the people, programs, problems, and answers that offer a genuine look into the heart and
soul of a town.”1 It’s as if public libraries offer a small sample of bigger issues and trends
apparent in a town, and actively work with a community to help better it.
Public libraries are one of the only institutions that have been created to change and adapt
in its core, one of the only institutions whose sole purpose is to serve their community and to
adapt in almost any direction they might see fit to fulfill that role. In stark contrast to that reality,
however, is the image of libraries as static, unchanging buildings that are out of time and
therefore no longer relevant. It is hard to see how much work public libraries actually do without
going to them, seeing them in person, talking with the people who are in charge of them and
working in them. It is exactly this that I aimed to do in my thesis. Through two case studies, I
will help make libraries and the work they do more visible by exposing their inner workings and
principles, and therefore help share how valuable these institutions truly are.

1

James Fallows and Deborah Fallows. Our Towns: A 100,000-Mile Journey Into the Heart of America (New York: Pantheon
Books, 2018), 6

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

9

Introduction
Defining the American Public Library2
There are a variety of libraries in America: school libraries, academic libraries, special
collections libraries and archives, national libraries, presidential libraries, and public libraries.
While all libraries have a place in society, it is public libraries that are the most deeply connected
with their community, and therefore the kind that is the best positioned to respond to changes
within that society. Public libraries are distinguished from other libraries in a number of ways,
including their offerings (programming, technology, and resources as well as books), but they
also are set apart by their funding. Scholar Stuart Murray defines public libraries, the ones that
will be studied more in depth in this thesis, as “publicly supported” institutions.3 Two other
library scholars, Michael Kevane and William A. Sundstrom, define public libraries as “in the
modern sense—local or municipal institutions offering free library services to the general public
and supported by tax money.”4 Both of these definitions mention that the public library is a
municipal institution supported by tax money, but the elaboration: “offering free library services
to the general public” is also essential.
To illustrate the idea of “publicly supported,” I’d like to turn to a story that my mom
would tell friends sometimes. My mom worked in a school library (which while not a public
library, is a part of an institution that is funded similarly) and would play a game with her

2

Note: Throughout the paper, I refer to “the library” or “libraries,” sometimes without referring to them as the public library. For
the sake of clarity, please assume that anytime I use the aforementioned terms, I mean public libraries, or the specific public
library system that is being addressed in that section of the paper. Additionally, the users of the library are also referred to in
different ways. The words “patron” is the one I will use most commonly, but sometimes (as with Wesley Wilson’s interviews),
they might be referred to as “customers” because that is his chosen term. “Citizens” and “community” are normally used in
reference to the community surrounding the library, such as the municipality or specific neighborhood that the library is a part of
or situated in.
3
Stuart Murray, The Library: An Illustrated History (New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2019), 166
4
Michael Kevane and William A. Sundstrom, "The Development of Public Libraries in the United States, 1870-1930: A
Quantitative Assessment," Information & Culture 49, no. 2 (2014): 126, accessed May 13, 2021.
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students called “Guess how the library makes money/can afford to buy books and pay its
librarians?” The first answer was almost always “overdue fines,” spoken in a confident manner
and often unaccompanied by a hand raise. My mom would chuckle and explain that while that
the library does get some money from overdue fines, the majority of the money came from
somewhere else. Normally another kid would eventually answer “taxes” and my mom could nod
enthusiastically and explain how the library is funded by the public through taxes. “Public
support” can also refer to other sources of funding, such as grants, land donations, or financial or
physical gifts, but the most significant sort of funding is municipal, county, or state taxes. In this
way, libraries often share a common source of money with other public institutions, such as
emergency services like firefighters and police officers, so the public libraries sometimes have to
vie with those institutions for their fair share of the budget.5
It should also be noted that the “publicly supported” aspect of the library chiefly comes in
meeting day to day expenses. Historically, the actual funding for the construction and renovation
of facilities and the initial development of the library and library collections has often come from
big philanthropic donations. Andrew Carnegie is one of the most well-known library
philanthropists, but many others donated money and time to the establishment of libraries. The
Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore finished construction in 1884, and while it became a
“publicly supported” institution, the building and necessary funding to get the library started was
provided by Enoch Pratt, a sum totaling a little over a million dollars.6 The Carnegie libraries
were similar—Carnegie would help provide the funds to establish a library or help renovate and
expand it, but with the stipulation that the city or town would be responsible for continuing to

5

Leslie Yarborough, interviewed by author, Atlanta, June 7, 2021
Richard H. Hart, Enoch Pratt: The Story of a Plain Man, Bicentennial ed. (Baltimore, MD: Enoch Pratt Free Library, 2008), 5255
6

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

11

fund the library’s operations.7 In 1838, John Jacob Astor died and left $400,000 for the creation
of a New York public library, anticipating the trend of deep philanthropic roots for public
libraries.8
A closely related aspect of the public library definition is the “municipal” portion of the
description. Public libraries are a part of a municipality or participate in county or state systems,
and therefore are often governed and dictated by the rules and regulations of the governments
over them.9 Librarians are often considered public employees who happen to work in the library
department and because of this, when more manpower is needed in other sectors of the county,
public librarians might get called in. This reassignment most often happens during election
season as librarians are asked to work the polls or count absentee ballots, or when a world-wide
pandemic sweeps through and librarians are pulled to work in vaccination sites. As a librarian in
Atlanta explained, “Even if it’s not the library itself, when you’re working for government in
extenuating circumstances, you really do become a public servant above anything else.” 10
However, most librarians don’t seem to mind the potential reassignment. During COVID, the
librarians in the Fulton County library system were labeled as essential workers, so no
employees had to be furloughed or fired. They were just temporarily reassigned to work in
different sectors, as outlined above.11
The last feature of public libraries perhaps sets them apart from other libraries the most:
who the library is for. Public libraries are open to the general public, most often people living in
the communities surrounding the library building, but also including anyone who wishes to be

7

Theodore Jones. Carnegie Libraries Across America: A Public Legacy (Washington DC: Preservation Press, 1997), 26
Wayne A. Wiegand. Part of Our Lives: A People's History of the American Public Library (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 26
9
Yarborough, interview.
10
Abby Spatzer, interviewed by author, Atlanta, June 7, 2021
11
Spatzer, interview.
8
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there and respects the library rules. The range of the community served differs depending on the
public library and which area of government supports it. Some libraries are part of county
systems, such as the library I am most familiar with, the Faulkner County Public Library. There
are a couple of libraries in the system, located in different cities like Conway, Mayflower, or
Damascus, but the people those libraries serve all live in Faulkner County. Some libraries, like
those in the state of Maryland, are supported statewide and connected through an intricate
interlibrary loan system, so someone’s library card from one library in Maryland would work in
any other libraries around the state.12 There are still other systems of determining who gets to
check out materials from the library (because even if someone doesn’t have a library card they
are often still able to use the computers and other resources in the library building, they just
might not be able to take them home with them).
Public libraries are in a unique position to adapt and react to the municipality they reside
in. They interact directly with the public in a way that other publicly supported institutions don’t.
The public comes to the library, lives in the space for a little bit, and has a chance to interact with
the staff. Emergency services don’t have quite the same place in the community because they are
mainly crisis response, which makes it harder to form ongoing relationships with large numbers
of people in the community and tap into a community’s needs and problems. This relationship to
the community is at the heart of what really sets apart public libraries from the other libraries
found in the United States, and why public libraries are so special and their history within
America is so unique.

12

Wesley Wilson, interviewed by author, Baltimore, June 10, 2021
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The History of the Public Library in America
Although public libraries may seem to be an institution as old as the country itself, if not
older, their history is a bit more complicated. Collections of books existed long before any tea
was thrown into Boston harbor and any declarations were signed. As early as the sixteen
hundreds, settlers from Europe were bringing books to America. Over time, as the collection of
settlers and, in turn, books grew, private collections were donated to universities and colleges
across the colonies.13 Because they were attached to colleges, they served a rather limited
audience, but they were still critical in introducing the institutions of libraries to the North
American continent.14
There was an instance of a public library as early as 1653, when a Boston merchant left a
significant amount of money and his personal collection of books “to establish the first town
library for public use.”15 However, the wording is rather telling. While such a library was
definitely a step in the evolution of public libraries as known today, the library was not public in
the same sense. It was located in the town hall and took dues for membership, rather than being
supported by public funds, but it still broke the mold of academic libraries as the only keepers of
books. By the beginning of the 1800s a variety of library-type institutions had emerged. There
were still academic libraries attached to colleges, but now there were an assortment of atheneums
and other subscription libraries in towns and cities, all of which were referred to as “society
libraries” or “social libraries” that required a paid membership.16
“Social libraries” were started and run by social groups and volunteer associations.
These libraries still required a subscription for membership and relied on the dues from that

13

Murray, The Library, Chapter 8
Hart, Enoch Pratt, 43
15
Murray, The Library, 153
16
Murray, The Library, Chapter 9
14
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membership to support the library, but sometimes when the social group that supported the
library grew tired of maintaining it, they would turn it over to the local government. The
collection and space of the social library would turn into the public library for the town. 17 One of
the most prominent of these social libraries is the Boston Athenaeum, organized by the Boston
Anthology Society in 1807, which offers a collection of books, some rare and valuable, and also
allows evening conversation for members (and even reserves some spaces in the building
specifically for that purpose).18 While the social group in charge of the libraries was often an
established social club (such as the Boston Anthology Society, YMCA organizations, or
religious groups, etc.), sometimes it was simply a group of people that wished to have a library.
The Western Library Association in Cincinnati was also deemed the “Coonskin Library” because
a small group of residents joined together, donated money and animal pelts, and found the
money to create a small library in the city.19
Overall, there were some subtle differences between these institutions, but the general
operations between the institutions were the same. There also weren’t a lot of these society or
social libraries: Haynes McMullen completed a study on American libraries in existence before
1876 and only found evidence of 484 in existence, and of those over half could be found in the
Northeast. There were more libraries in existence before then, possibly up to 1,599 of them, but
some of these libraries were created in Indiana and Michigan under state law that required the
creation of “township libraries” between 1840-1860. These aren’t included in McMullen’s total
because a large majority of them shut down after a very short period of operation when the town
wasn’t able to sustain the library.20

17

Kevane and Sundstrom, "The Development of Public Libraries,” 126
Unlike some other membership libraries, the Boston Athenaeum never transferred ownership to the municipality. To this day it
requires a membership fee to access materials and participate in some programs.
19
Wiegand, Part of Our Lives, 16
20
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 120-121
18
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Founded in 1833, the Peterborough Town Library, located in New Hampshire, was the
first “wholly tax-supported local public library in the United States.”21 This library “became the
model for the modern community library—open to all and free of charge.” 22 A couple of years
later, in 1846, the Public Library of Boston was founded, which was the first public library to be
established in a major city.23 These libraries are important because they were some of the first to
fulfill almost all of the criteria for modern public libraries. One of the only shortcomings of
libraries built in this time period was that they didn’t always serve everyone in the community.
As will be discussed later, Black citizens and other people of color in the community were often
excluded, especially in the South.
The public library boom didn’t take off until the late 1800s. At this time the growth of
public libraries, both in number of libraries and number of volumes inside of those libraries,
began really taking off, only slowing in acceleration around 1930.24 The growth during this time
period is reflective of the growth of the country as well; the United States experienced a great
increase in immigration, rising opportunities for the ordinary citizen, and the growth of a
consumer economy that reached people other than the wealthy. This time period also saw the rise
of compulsory public education for children, which acted as a catalyst for the rising library
movement. Most of the libraries at the time of their founding (especially those founded during
the library boom from 1870-1930) were created hand in hand with this educational movement,
and so public libraries were viewed as important, if not essential, institutions for helping to
educate the masses.25 It was this emphasis on public education that justified the use of public
funds to support the library, which created the tax-supported model of libraries that we know

21

Murray, The Library, 171
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 117
23
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 117
24
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 118
25
Murray, The Library, 170; Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 117-118
22
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today. With the growth of business and industry, American society was beginning to put a
greater emphasis on literacy and education.26 Libraries came to be viewed as an extension of the
educational structure, a space that provided the opportunity for additional education.27 Susan
Orlean, author of The Library Book, argues that “the general public didn’t really agree on the
value of public libraries until the end of the nineteenth century. Before that, libraries were
viewed as scholarly and elite, rather than an indispensable and democratic public resource.”28 At
this point in American history, the role of the library began to shift into what they are today,
institutions that are an equalizer instead of a reinforcer of social stratification.
In this way, libraries at this time were a do-it-yourself alternative, or addition, to formal
schooling and a leisure-time alternative to saloons and bars. People were encouraged to spend
time in the library, bettering themselves and keeping them clear of vices. In some way, this idea
of the public library is closely related to the idea of the public library today. The public libraries
of the late 1800s and early 1900s were available for everyone (except, in many places, people of
color) to come in and better themselves: to learn a new hobby or skill in order to become a more
productive member of society, or to simply spend time outside of an unsightly alternative. But
the libraries of this time were much more passive than they are today, and expected more from
their patrons. There wasn’t the same extent of programming and community outreach in these
early libraries; they provided the materials and hoped for them to be used, but they didn’t do
quite as much to get the patron into the library. If anything, they made it easier to access some
materials than others. Early public libraries often had debates over what to include in the library,
some believing that “popular fiction” should be excluded or limited.29 In other words, libraries of

26

Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 117-118
Murray, The Library, Ch. 10
28
Susan Orlean. The Library Book (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2018), 130
29
Wiegand, Part of Our Lives, 90
27
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this time hoped that people would come in to use the library but had fairly narrow ideas about the
ideal material that would be included within the library walls. However, while the idea of
libraries was growing in popularity, the actual growth in library numbers can be partially
credited to a Scottish immigrant with a fortune in steel and a desire to better his community,
Andrew Carnegie.
In 1890, Andrew Carnegie, the steel tycoon, started his library grant program, allowing
towns and cities that could support a library to apply for funding to either build or renovate
libraries. As a boy and young adult, Carnegie was unable to afford the subscription required for
use of the local library, and because of that disappointment, Carnegie decided that he wanted to
ensure that libraries could become available to all who wanted to use them.30 At this time “a
public library was still a rare and fledgling institution,” 31 and one that was plagued by two major
problems. Early public libraries suffered from unsteady funding or inadequate funding, and this
question of funding also contributed to the second major problem, a struggle to find suitable
locations for public libraries. However, despite the struggles, libraries were still considered a
welcome addition. Cities and towns touted their libraries, believing the simple presence of the
institution made their town look stable, better than other towns in comparison, and reflected the
town’s commitment to education.32
Carnegie’s grant proved to be a welcome philanthropic act. He received thousands of
letters petitioning him to consider towns all across America for his grants, and, in the end, he
helped fund 1,412 libraries, including a building for the Atlanta public library and adding on an
additional grant to the Enoch Pratt Free Library of Baltimore. As of 2019, more than 1,300 of

30

Orlean, The Library Book, 130-131
Jones, Carnegie Libraries, 15
32
Jones, Carnegie Libraries, 17
31
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those initial Carnegie libraries were still in operation.33 He was crucial in cementing both “free”
and “municipal” into the modern public library definition. To be eligible for a Carnegie grant the
community needed a building site for a library, a need for a library, and the pledge that the
community would give the library at least 10% of the total grant amount annually (most often
through taxes).34 These stipulations assured that the library would be ingrained in the
community, and through this Carnegie played a giant role in creating the libraries and librarycommunity relationships that are so valuable in the twenty-first century.
While the reaction to Carnegie’s libraries was mostly positive, he was not without his
critics. Some accused Carnegie of building monuments to himself; some didn’t want their town
be a charity case for a wealthy immigrant.35 Other controversies were similar to criticisms that
Carnegie faced within his steel and railroad business; some members of cities and towns that
were eligible for a Carnegie grant didn’t want to accept what they considered tainted money:
money made off of “Carnegie’s trampling asunder… of working men.” Carnegie exploited his
workers, forcing them to work long hours for low pay in often unsafe conditions, and
undermining unions and strikers.36 Additionally, Carnegie seemed to believe that the grant
should cover labor costs, in other words requiring that workers building the libraries be paid low
or no wages.37 Another issue with Carnegie libraries was deeply ingrained in the time period
during which the libraries were built: civil rights and equal access for black people and people of
color. Carnegie wished for the libraries to be useful to citizens of all races, but he didn’t actively
require the libraries being built to be desegregated, and because of this, people of color were
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often prevented from using their community’s Carnegie library. There were some instances of
other library benefactors truly living up to the modern library mission of accessibility for all
(including Enoch Pratt), but Carnegie, who founded a significant number of them, did not.38
The library boom of the late 1800s into the early 1900s was a phenomenon that wasn’t
limited to larger urban areas. Libraries were cropping up all over the United States, in rural
towns and big cities, showing the breadth of the library movement.39 However, the overall
development of the library was uneven. States that had larger immigrant populations and higher
populations over all (often concentrated in large cities) also had higher numbers of libraries, for a
multitude of reasons. In places with high-density populations, libraries had larger tax bases and,
in turn, a greater source of funding for the library. Some library historians argue as well that
libraries cropped up in places with large immigrant populations as a way to assimilate incoming
immigrant groups, by providing an alternative method of education, but there is conflicting
research on whether or not this conclusion is accurate.40 Another conclusion could also be that
immigrants, especially adults, seldom had access or time to attend schools, and thus libraries
provided an alternative means of education that they could pursue in their free time.
An additional indicator of whether a location would be highly supportive of libraries was
the presence of state library commissions and associations-- state entities that helped towns and
cities within the state establish libraries. Northern states also showed a much higher rate of
library building compared to their Southern counterparts.41 The South lagged considerably in
library development, potentially because of a hesitation to provide former slaves with a chance at
self-education, something that white Southerners feared would “shift the racial balance of
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power.” 42 Southern states were also poorer, less densely populated than their Northern
counterparts, and taxed their populations less, which led to fewer resources for public
institutions, whether they be libraries or public schools.43 Despite the lag in libraries being
established in the South, the Southern states found a way to keep libraries selective—segregation
was apparent in almost all of the libraries south of the Mason Dixon line, but it is worth noting
that segregation and racial discrimination wasn’t a problem exclusively in the South.44
In the South there were only “twelve free public libraries identified through the entire
first century of the country’s existence” (1776-1876).45 Yet the South in this period constituted
almost a third of the country’s population, and a fourth of the country’s white population,
showing just how dramatic the lack of public libraries in the South was.46 The number of public
libraries in this region didn’t start noticeably expanding until the 1920s, with over 70% of the
Southeast’s public libraries being founded after 1919.47 The lack of public libraries in the South
at this point was most likely indicative of a different set of values in the South than in the North,
including less of a focus on education. The South traditionally had less money to spend on public
resources than the North. Southern lawmakers therefore chose the public services to dedicate the
most attention to, and, due to the lesser emphasis on education in the South, the money normally
did not go to libraries first.
Libraries did not stop evolving with the spread of public institutions. Current public
libraries’ main functions are no longer simply “scholarly and elite--” they don’t just house books

42

Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 141
C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South: 1877-1913 (Baton Rouge, LA: LSU Press, 1951), 59-65, 111
44
Wayne A. Wiegand and Shirley A. Wiegand, The Desegregation of Public Libraries in the Jim Crow South: Civil Rights and
Local Activism (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2018), 13-16
45
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 120
46
Kevane and Sunderstrom, “Development of Public Libraries,” 120
47
Rosemary Ruhig Du Mont, "Race in American Librarianship: Attitudes of the Library Profession," The Journal of Library
History 21, no. 3 (Summer 1986): 491, accessed June 17, 2021, https://www.jstor.org/stable/25541712
43

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

21

but also include entertainment and provide a safe, equitable space. While they aid education in
many ways, whether by providing nonfiction books, internet access, or study spaces for students
and adults, that no longer is their only draw. Today, libraries also seek to serve recreational
purposes as well and are utilizing new technology and tools to perpetuate their relevance.
The rise of the internet in the late 1900s to early 2000s required libraries to pivot quicker
and more sharply than they ever had to before, with the rise of instantly available information in
digital forms instead of within traditional printed formats. In 2020, libraries had to pivot yet
again as COVID-19 swept across the globe, shutting down in person interactions and forcing the
world to reconsider programs and human interaction in new, virtual spheres. Questions are often
raised over whether or not libraries are becoming obsolete as the internet keeps becoming bigger
and the number of people who actually read books is becoming smaller, but the people who raise
those questions are often outside of the library sphere and mistakenly believe libraries’ sole
function is to collect and share books. The people who ask: “doesn’t the library just have
books?” and “I don’t like reading, what can the library offer me?” are people that are not privy to
the inner workings of the library, to all the ways the library has shifted and changed and adapted,
and, if history serves, the library is not becoming obsolete. If anything, as will be illustrated by
Atlanta and Baltimore’s libraries, it is transitioning into an even more important role, as it has
consistently done since its founding. The history of the public library in America is one of
change, and adaption, of an institution that reads the needs and wants of its community better
than almost any other existing institution. Therefore, as most people familiar with libraries will
tell you, the library is not becoming obsolete; it is instead becoming all the more relevant.
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Atlanta, GA and Baltimore, MD
I settled on researching a big city in the South and one farther North for the primary case
studies for the thesis. In the end, Atlanta, GA and Baltimore, MD were selected. Atlanta was
chosen because it is a major metropolitan city in the Southern part of the United States. It also
has a noteworthy history with segregation and racial zoning but also civil rights activism that
would highlight the growth of the libraries and show how the libraries reacted to that change in
history. The city is known for its civil rights movement but is also deemed the heart of the Old
Confederacy to some who are stubbornly stuck in the past. The city (including the public
libraries) underwent desegregation in the 1960s, something that was a common occurrence for
many Southern states at the time. At this time, Atlanta had a saying that it was a city “Too Busy
to Hate,” indicating that it had too much going on within its city to be too concerned with
resisting the civil rights movement. This slogan was a popular saying among white citizens, but
it didn’t capture the true image of Atlanta at the time. It ignored the black viewpoint that reveals
that racial tensions and issues were still very much apparent in Atlanta, and today the city is
working to rebuild that image, citing a new slogan in the late 2010s that it is a city “Not Too
Busy to Care.” 48
The city demographically is on the rise. The majority of the population is Black or
African American (48.5%), followed by white (39.1%). The median household income has
increased by about $20,000 from 2013 to 2019 ($46,485 to $66,657), accompanied by a small
increase in property values over that same time period.49 These recent numbers are only part of a
much greater trend in Atlanta though. The population in the metro area of Atlanta has soared by
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nearly 40% since 2000, and the city currently is home to the third largest collection of Fortune
500 companies in the United States.50 In 1996, the city hosted the Olympics (the last Olympics to
have been hosted in the United States), a sign that Atlanta was thriving and was now
recognizable on a global scale.51 Atlanta is breaking into new areas in film and music and is
quickly becoming a hub of industry, and as one of the most prominent Southern cities, I thought
it would be a good case study for my thesis project.
Meanwhile, Maryland, and Baltimore in turn as the biggest city in Maryland, had a
unique position in the United States for most of its history. It has toed the line between the South
and North since the issue of slavery arose. Before the Civil War, Maryland was a slave state, but
its refusal to secede left it as a part of the Union, which also made things difficult since the
Emancipation Proclamation only freed slaves in the Confederate states.52 Maryland’s struggles
with racial equality have continued, most recently with the riots protesting police brutality in
Baltimore in 2015 after the death of Freddie Grey while he was in police custody.53 However,
while the city has had a tumultuous relationship with race, the public library system in Baltimore
was always open to anyone who wished to use it, regardless of race or gender.54 Enoch Pratt, the
founder of the city’s Enoch Pratt Free Library system, included in his stipulations for building
the library that the library would afford equal access to everyone. Despite some people fighting
for the segregation of the public libraries, the board always held firm to the original mission,
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making the relationship of the public library to the Baltimore community a rich and interesting
one.55
These two cities have relatively similar histories but their trajectories seem to be
opposite, which is why I decided on these two. Neither city has fully come to terms with their
racial issues lying just under the surface, but while Atlanta seems to be on the rise, Baltimore
faces a more uncertain future, despite being demographically similar (In 2019, 61% of the
population was Black or African American, followed by 27.4% white). The median household
income in Baltimore is lower than that of Atlanta’s, at $50,177 (Atlanta’s is $66,657). Baltimore
hasn’t experienced the same boom in wages that Atlanta did either; since 2013 the median
income has only increased by almost $10,000. The median property value for a house in
Baltimore is $179,000, less than half of Atlanta’s.56 Baltimore, having once been a bustling area
of manufacturing, especially in steelmaking, shipbuilding, and dry dock work with the harbor,
began to shift in the 1970s to a service-based economy.57 It doesn’t seem to have ever quite
recovered from deindustrialization.
Despite the two cities’ different trajectories, by some measures they can be directly
compared and related to one another. A big issue with both cities is zoning laws and how
segregated the city is. Atlanta and Baltimore both exhibit high levels of racial segregation and
white flight (Atlanta is #11 and Baltimore #29 for the most racially segregated city58), a byproduct of racist zoning laws that came to be in the early to mid 1900s to prohibit and prevent
interracial neighborhoods, followed by “redlining” and other discriminatory lending practices.59
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They both have similar poverty rates (20.8% in Atlanta and 21.2% in Baltimore), but that
poverty is largely among African Americans. In both cities, more than 70% of the people living
under the poverty line are African American, and a little over 20% of that statistic is women aged
24-34.60 While the two cities outwardly seem to be going in different directions, they are plagued
by the same problems within their very framework.
The public library systems in each seem to be going in similar directions, despite the
difference in their cities, showing how libraries are also respondent to larger, national trends as
well as ones within their own communities. As will be discussed later, both library systems
recently underwent major renovations to make the library more accessible to those who would
most need it: whether that be meeting people, quite literally, where they are with mobile library
options and digital spheres or providing a comfortable space to escape to. Additionally, both
libraries are working in conjunction with other public programs in their cities. The Enoch Pratt
Free Library has a lawyer and social worker in the building, while the Fulton County library
system partners with organizations to have lunches brought in during COVID for students who
relied on free or reduced lunch programs. The libraries are responding to their community and
their community’s needs, and how similarly they are shifting indicates that at the core, the needs
and challenges Atlanta and Baltimore are not as different as they might appear to be.

Atlanta: Fulton County Public Library System
The Central Library of the Fulton County Public Library System is in the heart of
downtown Atlanta, across the street from a small park, a subway entrance, and a couple of
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hotels. It could be considered an intimidating building, built in the early 1980s and sporting a
significant amount of concrete, small windows, and a blocky, cubic façade in a rather perfect
example of the brutalist architecture style (For a picture of the Central Building, see Figure 1).61
In 2021 it completed a significant renovation that completely reimagined the inside space. Of the
8 floors in the building, 4 are still exclusively reserved for books. The other 4 are dedicated to
meeting spaces, providing open areas in which to read, rooms and spaces that can be reserved
and rented (for free, of course) for conferences, weddings, study sessions, business meetings,
interviews, etc. As Dr. Cheryl Small, the Central Library Administrator, explains, “It’s more than
a library now. It’s not only about the book. It’s creating a space that attracts the community in
general, attracts the visitor from another state who may be attending a conference of something,
so the library is more than books today.”62
This reimagined space bustling with technology, meeting spaces, and a variety of other
offerings is a very different institution than the library at its founding. It started in 1867, as a
small subscription library dubbed the Young Men’s Library. At its founding, only white men
were allowed a subscription to the library; in 1873 membership was extended to white women
too. Municipal funding for the library didn’t start until the library benefitted from money donated
by Andrew Carnegie thirty-two years later, and so to raise money, the Young Men’s Library put
on a series of fundraisers, including lectures and a concert. To use Dr. Small’s phrasing, at this
time the library was mainly just about the book, but even then, it wasn’t exclusively about the
book. It was beginning to fill a role as a community center—the library offered activities to bring
in (white) people across Atlanta, providing not just books but also entertainment, public space,
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and a sense of community. For example, the library hosted a series of lectures from men that
were revered for the time, including the explorer Henry M. Stanley and a fair number of
prominent Atlantan men in an effort to bring in people and, hopefully, donations.63
As noted, libraries are about adaptation, and while the original mission of the library is
still the same at the core, a lot has changed, including the physical structure. The Central Library
of 2021 seems solid and immobile; it’s been roughly the same for 40 years. However, in its early
days the library moved to five different locations before finally settling in a permanent home
with the help of Andrew Carnegie’s library grant. Carnegie’s grant also helped it become a truly
public library: a stipulation of the grant was that the library would become the responsibility of
the City of Atlanta, shifting from the Young Men’s Library into a free public library for the
(white) citizens of Atlanta. A building went up with books inside, paid for by Carnegie’s grant
and aided by some ingenuity of Anne Wallace, a local librarian who would then become the
librarian of the Central library from the day its doors opened in 1899 until 1908. Wallace was
also responsible for the increase of Carnegie’s grant to cover the full cost of the library
(including books and materials to put inside), convincing him to raise his initial total of $100,000
to $145,000. 64
In contrast to the libraries of today, access to those books wasn’t always so equal. While
the library is normally thought of as an egalitarian institution, it was created and is run by
humans; therefore, it can sometimes find itself on the wrong side of history. Changes in who has
access and can use the public library once again shows its narrative of change. As was stated
before, the “citizens of Atlanta” that were granted access both to the subscription library of the
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Young Men’s Library in 1867 and then free access to the Carnegie library when it was built in
1899 were almost exclusively white.
If white Southerners gained access to libraries at a slow pace, it was an even slower
process for black Southerners. Public libraries in the Old South (Alabama, Florida, Georgia,
Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia) didn’t really begin
until 1895, and it wasn’t until about a decade later that some of these states began considering
public library access for black Southerners. Even then, it was a very limited access. A study
conducted in 1932 revealed that 80% of black Southerners had “no adequate access to public
libraries within their borders.” 65 However, just because libraries were segregated doesn’t mean
that they weren’t challenged. W. E. B. Du Bois, a resident Atlantan and a prominent name in
civil rights, questioned the library board as to its refusal to serve black and African Americans in
1902 with the building of the Carnegie Library. At this time, 40% of the population of Atlanta
was black, and paid taxes to support the library that they could not use. Du Bois correctly
recognized and pointed out this injustice, but it would still take upwards of 60 years for the
Atlantan public libraries to be integrated.66
The materials that were available to the public were also limited at times within the
Atlanta Public Libraries. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, a big discussion on what kinds of
books would be available in libraries was sweeping the nation. Libraries at this point were
seeking to find the “best reading,” or rather, what reading would lead to “good” social behavior
and what books would lead to “bad” social behaviors, as outlined by the American Library
Association.67 People generally agreed that reference and nonfiction books that had useful and
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reliable information would promote “good” behaviors, which would in turn promote “progress
and social order.”68 This classification, unsurprisingly, pushed nonfiction books onto the reader,
while librarians remained very wary of certain works of fiction, most often popular fiction or
dime novels. Children’s fiction was especially restricted. The Atlanta Public Library was known
to keep some books from people they did not deem suitable, releasing a statement in 1904 that
the “management reserves the right to refuse these books to borrowers who, in its judgment, are
not proper persons to have them.”69 It wasn’t until the 1960s that libraries’ censorship was really
called into question, and the result was the relatively unrestricted centers of information we have
now.
By 1930, the public library system in Atlanta had grown to include not only the Main
Library sponsored by the Carnegie grant, but also eight branch libraries and a handful of library
services associated with schools in the area (including, finally, two branches for Black or African
Americans established in 1920 and 1921).70 In 1935, the city of Atlanta entered into an
agreement with the Fulton County Board of Commissioners to extend library service to the
entirety of Fulton County.71 Once again though, while the extended library service was a
welcome addition and shows that the library was growing, it is also a rather stark reminder that
in 1935, there were only 5 public libraries in the entire state of Georgia that were open to black
patrons, and none of those libraries were main branches, a trend continuing through 1953. Within
the American Library Association (ALA), when new requirements were drafted in 1956 that
would have banned separate meetings for black and white members (effectively integrating part
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of the ALA), Georgia and Alabama were the only two states to not reapply for membership in
the ALA, effectively leaving the ALA until at least 1961.72 It wasn’t until Brown vs. Board of
Education in 1954 and the years following (which saw passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964)
that essentially all libraries across the South were fully integrated. Libraries in Atlanta legally
desegregated in 1959 after the Atlanta Negro Voters League joined forces with a handful of other
organizations around the city, including the Friends of the Library group, and threatened to sue
the city.73
The main library branch, the one sponsored by Carnegie, underwent two main
renovations in 1950 and 1966, before being torn down in 1975 to make room for the current
Central Library building.74 In 2008, a major renovation was approved, resulting in the newly
imagined Central Library building opening in October 2021 and other major upgrades and
sometimes complete rebuilding of almost all 32 branch libraries across the county.75 The
rebuilding and renovating of the main library building are key factors in understanding how the
library in Atlanta developed, and in turn how it relates to the citizens of Atlanta. For starters,
from its founding as a Young Men’s Library 1867, enough citizens believed in the library to try
and find places for it to be established, and it raised enough money through the fundraisers to
continue operations. To secure Carnegie funding for a new library building, someone had to
write out a petition to secure the grant, and Anne Wallace thought it important enough to
convince Carnegie to give even more money. The number of libraries supported under the Fulton
County system also increased, starting with the one Young Men’s Library in Atlanta proper and

72

Du Mont, "Race in American Librarianship," 499-500
Wiegand and Wiegand, The Desegregation of Public Libraries, 13-17, 58,205
74
“Central Library – History,” Fulton County Library System (Fulton County Government, 2022), accessed January 5, 2022,
https://www.fulcolibrary.org/central-library/central-history/
75
“Fulton County Library System Celebrates Reopening of Central Library in Downtown Atlanta,” Fulton County (Fulton
County Government, October 6, 2021), accessed January 5, 2022, https://www.fultoncountyga.gov/news/2021/10/06/fultoncounty-library-system-celebrates-reopening-of-central-library-in-downtown-atlanta.
73

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

31

currently boasting 32 locations across all of Fulton County (See Figure 2 for a map of all
locations).
Whether the buildings were renovated because they were old, or improvements were
needed, or they were running out of space for all the inventory, money spent on those tasks
proves that the county thought that the library system was worthy of investment. In 2008, the
citizens of Fulton County “overwhelmingly approved a $275 million bond referendum to expand
and upgrade library facilities throughout the county,” a task that lasted over 13 years.76
Additionally, the continuous renovations confirm the library narrative of change. The building
was no longer filling the needs of the community, and so it was rebuilt and reimagined to better
serve its citizens, whether that was a complete renovation or the addition of computers in the
early 1990s.77 It kept trying to reach new audiences of its community; in the 1980s, the library
set up a kiosk in the subway to try and reach new community members.78
However, just because the library secured funding to transition and boasted support from
its citizens and government in the past and on paper doesn’t mean that there haven’t been any
setbacks. Leslie Yarborough, a librarian for the MLK branch of the Fulton County System,
explains that the library currently shares funding with other public agencies such as emergency
response, which means that it is overseen by people who might have different priorities because
they have to consider multiple needs of the Fulton County sector. She recounts that there is very
little to no programming funding for the MLK branch because this branch is relatively small and
doesn’t have the space needed to host big programs or events, and because of that she’s
sometimes had to buy things out of pocket.79 In the Buckhead branch of the library, librarian
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Abby Spatzer explains this relationship between the government and the library well. She says
that essentially, she’s just a Fulton County employee who happens to work in the library
department.80 Ken Vesey, a librarian for the Peachtree branch of the system, says that the library
is traditionally decently funded, but that it still relies heavily on support from the Friends of the
Library and that librarians definitely have to get creative in how programs and other operations
in the library are put together. He says that the “county and state have gotten stingier with money
for that […] which is a shame. I don’t think the money’s not there, I just don’t think that they’re
appropriating it to the libraries.” 81
While the public library went through some major changes, from changing buildings,
desegregation, and the expansion and growth of branch libraries, one of the biggest and bestknown transition points in library history came with the integration of the internet into the library
system and its services. Dr. Cheryl Small, who worked in the library when computers were first
introduced in the early 1990s (first with only a text interface around 1992, and then eventually
with graphics), explained the process of adapting computers into their operations. The first step
was to digitize their systems, which meant that computers were in libraries, but they were often
in the back, used in the acquisition process and as a replacement for the physical card
catalogue.82
The next step was offering computer and internet access to the general public, which
significantly and permanently changed programming. While there were still the traditional
activities in the library, like children’s Storytime and visits from local schoolchildren, the library
was now responsible for providing computer access to a population that might know little about
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computers. This new sphere created a brand-new world of programming and a huge new
prerequisite for librarians: computer literacy. Library staff was taught the new basics, and
programs were created for the public that taught resume writing on a computer, typing, and
general computer basics (like the ever-important how to turn it on and off). Programs expanded
as the general public’s knowledge of computers grew.83
Computers and internet access are now one of Fulton County’s most sought after
resources (a trend that is mirrored in libraries across America). While most people assume that
libraries primarily lend out books, Leslie Yarborough argues that the primary function of a
public library is simply letting people have access to different resources. For some people, those
resources are books. For others, those resources take the shape of a space to occupy with a
bathroom and water fountains and a climate-controlled environment. For a rather large number
of Fulton County residents, those resources are technology and internet access: printers, WIFI,
computers, etc. Yarborough mentioned that right after reopening post-pandemic, Chromebooks
and mobile hotspots were made available for checkout at each branch in city, but “ours are never
here because people don’t have access to those, so they’ll come check them out. When we were
closed, almost, I would say solidly 80% of the phone calls we got were about ‘can we come in
and print? Can we come make copies?’”84
Dr. Cheryl Small says that even that aspect of the library is currently in a state of
transformation, or rather expansion, though. When talking about the renovations for the Central
Library building, she mentioned that while the library is obviously providing resources, “Today
we’re providing so much more. We are the resource in the community. We’re it. We’re the help
in the community. We’re the social worker in the community. We’re the reading assistant in the
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community. We’re the dictionary in the community. And so I think we’re so much more now.”
She believes that the primary role of the library is shifting from simply offering resources to
being in more active relationship with the community, or rather, that the “function today is to be
a support mechanism, to care.”85 The library is seeking to fulfill a larger role in the community,
one that aids social services and education systems while still retaining a fundamental core that is
unique to public libraries.
Even the daily tasks and responsibilities of librarians are changing, especially with the
further integration of technology. Ken Vesey believes that while the job of the librarian is pretty
secure, the more mundane tasks of that job, like checking out and looking up materials for
patrons, will increasingly be taken over computers and technology, continuing a decades-long
trend that spans workplaces and jobs around the world. Self-checkout machines, machines that
let patrons check out books and other materials without librarian assistance, are becoming more
commonplace; the Peachtree branch where Vesey works just got 2 brand new ones put in during
the pandemic in 2020. However, while Vesey acknowledges that the new digitalization of
librarian tasks takes away some of the inherent social interaction between librarians and patrons,
he also believes that, overall, the addition of more technology will enhance the librarian position.
The technology primarily assumes the less exciting and engaging aspects of the job and allows
librarians to dedicate more time interacting and helping patrons who seek out their expertise and
provide advice and guidance for how to best navigate the new online resources.86
Outside of computers though, Fulton County Public Library System has an abundance of
programs seeking to work with and serve the community, sometimes offering programs for selfimprovement, sometimes entertainment, and sometimes focusing on issues around the city.
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During the summer (and with COVID-19 shutdowns), some branches have a food truck that gave
out free lunches to those students who rely on free and reduced lunch during school time. There
are virtual adult programs, anything from hobby work to cooking to fitness.87 Rooms in the
libraries are also available to rent, providing spaces for office workers to meet and work, yoga
instructors to come and lead classes, and other community groups to meet, such as the local
Toastmasters club.88 There’s even an outreach sector of the library that works with the local jail
in Atlanta and another that goes to daycares around the city.89 The Fulton County library is hard
at work trying to anticipate the needs and wants of their community and responding to them in a
timely manner. The libraries have continued to adapt, providing more and more diverse
programming in an effort to try and cater to almost everyone, and it seems like it’s paying off.
The library boasts a rich connection with its surrounding population, something that it has been
working on since its founding in 1867.
However, while the library actively changes and adapts, so does its constituency. Patrons
vary by branch and change over time. All of the librarians I talked to in the Fulton County
System (and in the Enoch Pratt System, for that matter) mentioned that there were definitely
regulars in the library system, and that those people were often constants in the busy everyday of
working at the library. One of the biggest populations of regulars across the branches is the
homeless community: people who are looking for a welcoming, climate-controlled space where
they can just exist for a little while without being questioned.90 However, other libraries have
different populations of regulars. In the branch libraries situated more in residential
neighborhoods, the librarians reminisced about watching kids grow up through the library,
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operating much how I did in my home library—moving through the children’s books and then
graduating to the young adult books and onwards. Dr. Small, who worked as a children’s
librarian in the Fulton County system before becoming the Director of the Central Library, told
tales of being recognized by children in the grocery store, people she had read to during
Storytime, or receiving calls from parents years after their kids had grown up to update her. She
said that one time she received a call from a child’s parent who told her that James, a kid who
had regularly attended her library, had graduated, gone to Georgia Tech, and was now getting
married.91
In the Central Branch, the regulars are less often families and more often the people who
frequent downtown. This population includes the ever-present homeless people, but also office
workers and people in business who come to grab a book on their lunch break or sit for a little
while in between meetings. There’s a couple of colleges within operating distance for the Central
Library as well, which means that students can often be seen studying in the spaces and
professors come for research. The library even teams up with the colleges on occasion,
collaborating with professors to do tours for classes or introductions to research using the library
as a resource.92 In the MLK branch of the library, located a mile or two East of the Central
Branch, the regulars are mainly homeless people and people looking for computer access.93
As you go North through Atlanta, the population changes, becoming wealthier and
whiter, a consequence that is often due to age-old restrictions on where black and African
Americans could live within the city.94 This is the region of Atlanta that doesn’t let MARTA, the
primary subway/rail line in Atlanta, run through it after 9 PM. However, the library in Buckhead,
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like the other branches, serves homeless people, but also an elderly population that “check out a
whole stack of mysteries and then come back,” kids and families around the area, and teens that
have grown up going to that branch of the library.95 The Peachtree branch, which is located in
between MLK and Buckhead, and, on a smaller scale, between a homeless shelter and a really
wealthy neighborhood, reported a mixture of the three regular populations: families, the
homeless, and those seeking digital resources and computer access.96
While the regulars might change across the branches, they don’t change all that much. As
Ken Vesey explains well, the population of patrons in the library is “everything, it’s homeless
people, it’s families with kids, it’s office workers that work here 9-5. It’s just sort of a really
eclectic, interesting mix and I just sort of like that about it.” These are also the main libraries
within Atlanta Proper, or the main city of Atlanta. The other branches are more a part of Fulton
County, which might show different trends than the branches I visited showed. However, the
slight flux in patrons and regulars shows that while the sectors of Atlanta may have some distinct
differences between them, the underlying issues that the city is facing (homelessness, disparity in
access to technology, etc.), are spread across the city, and that the library in all of these regions is
an active force in helping to combat them, all while keeping its original mission of providing
books and knowledge to those who seek them.

The Enoch Pratt Free Library System in Baltimore, Maryland
Similar to the Atlantan Central Branch, the Central Branch of the Enoch Pratt Free
Library is also a large building, taking up almost an entire block in downtown Baltimore. The
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library’s hours are currently a little different than usual, something that started as a COVID-19
procedure and has since been adapted into the new reality of the library, and so on the Thursday
that I visited, I arrived at 11:55 for a noon opening. While I thought I was early, there were
already about seven people waiting in front of the building, eight if you count the small girl in a
stroller with her mother, ten if you count the two who arrived as I was waiting in line to enter.
Like clockwork, at noon a security guard opened the front doors to the library and beckoned the
first guests inside. We formed a line, roughly in the order we had arrived, and we waited as each
person had their temperature taken (due to the new COVID-19 restrictions and the Maryland
mask mandate that was still in place). The security guard then told each person to have a nice
day, and they were ushered inside. One by one we did this, until it was my turn, and I was
ushered inside and met by the Chief of the Central Library, Wesley Wilson.
Mr. Wilson, or Wesley as he told me to call him, is “Baltimore born and bred.”97 He
started working in the Enoch Pratt Library as an undergrad student in 1969, and has been with it
ever since, first as a part time employee and eventually ending up as the Director of the Central
Library. He says that most people who start working with the library end up staying a while, with
most people eventually pushing 2-3 decades of work in the Enoch Pratt system. It is obvious that
Wesley takes great pride in his library, and in the city of Baltimore. In conjunction with that
pride, he was always looking for ways to better the library, even without a library degree
initially: “I was a big innovator, but I didn’t have a degree, and I was always pushing the
envelope: ‘gee we need to do this this way because it’s going to make us more effective to help
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the customer.’”98 (He did eventually get his Master’s of Library Science, after being persuaded
by the head librarian whom he worked under).99
Looking at the library, it is clear that Wesley’s pride is well-placed. The building itself is
a work of art; it was built in 1932, but it finished a five-year renovation project in 2019.100 Upon
entering, the building opens up into a huge great hall, with arching ceilings and what appear to
be marble floors. There are tables of computers on the back wall, tables that seem to be always
occupied. The room is lined with large, marble columns, some of which display black lettering to
help patrons orientate themselves. To the left is the nonfiction wing, with the humanities
(including fiction) wing to the right. The Children’s Section, or Children’s Learning Center as
they call it, is rather hidden from view, but the path is marked with brightly colored fish who
lead the way down a couple of flights of stairs and down another brightly colored hallway until it
spits you out in a small room with a tile wall and a fountain.
The renovation allowed the building to embrace its early history, restoring it to its
original vision while adding on to it in ways that were needed, something that is reflective of the
Enoch Pratt Free Library’s history. It always sought to stay true to the mission outlined by its
founder, Enoch Pratt, and almost always kept that at the center of its development. While the
history of the Fulton County Public Library is one of relatively easy demarcations and transition
points, the Enoch Pratt Free Library’s history proves a little harder to map. However, it still
changes and adapts to better fit the needs of its community, but, unlike Atlanta, it never had to go
through the process of formal desegregation because the founder, Enoch Pratt, made one very
specific stipulation with the founding of his library: everyone was welcome who wanted to use it.
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Much like the library system in Atlanta, Baltimore’s public library started as a
subscription library. However, it was founded in 1795, almost 70 years before the Young Men’s
Library of Atlanta.101 It is worth noting that its earlier founding could be attributed to the fact
that Baltimore was already a thriving city before Atlanta (or Terminal, as it was called at the time
of its founding102) was even an idea, let alone a bustling metropolis. The Baltimore Library
Company was both one of the earliest subscription libraries to crop up, and one of the most
successful. While the subscription library was a step toward truly public libraries, it was still
aimed more at the upper middle and wealthy classes in the city since there was a subscription fee
to partake in the library services. Nevertheless, the subscription library was the primary means of
book access until Enoch Pratt came along in the late 19th century.103
Enoch Pratt, who had come into a rather considerable fortune selling nails and other
hardware, started investing in libraries in 1865 when he donated money to be used to support a
circulating library in the Pratt Free School. However, Enoch Pratt wasn’t completely satisfied
with the model of the school library. It was more accessible than the subscription libraries
because it was a part of a free school, but the general public still lacked unregulated access to a
library and the books inside. Enoch Pratt wasn’t by nature a lover of books, and for some who
knew him well, the idea of his starting a public library in his name seemed a little out of
character. 104 This was the very beginning of the library boom (1870-1930), a time when the
creation of libraries went hand in hand with the growing movement for mass education.105 The
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idea of the library as a tool for personal improvement, offering access to information for
everyone who sought it out, strongly appealed to Enoch Pratt.106
Although there wasn’t a completely public library in Baltimore, the city took a fair
amount of pride in the educational facilities that were available and were of a rather high quality.
Books and other reading materials could be accessed in a number of ways; they just weren’t fully
accessible to all yet. Many fraternal organizations and secret orders had collections of books, but
they were only lent out to members or people related to members. There was the Mercantile
Library, which “filled an important place in the city’s literary life,” but was only available for the
city’s well-educated and wealthy populations. 107 Reading rooms provided by Y.M.C.A
organizations and other Sunday schools were popular, and the rooms were often stocked with
magazines and newspapers, but they lacked materials that dealt with more academic topics. In
short, Baltimore was a city just waiting for a public library, it just didn’t know it until Enoch
Pratt stepped in with $1,058,333 in 1882 to found the Enoch Pratt Free Library. 108
When describing his vision for the library, Enoch Pratt said:

For fifteen years I have studied the library question, and wondered what I could
do with my money so that it would do the most good… I soon made up my mind
that I would not found a college—for a few rich. My library shall be for all, rich
and poor, without distinction of race or color, who, when properly accredited, can
take out the books if they will handle them carefully and return them.109
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His statement rather explicitly explains the ideal of equal opportunity, and it didn’t stop there.
Enoch Pratt’s library took it a step further by adding language that made it clear that there is to
be few or no restrictions to access in his library, not sex, not race, and not economic status. He
had noticed the barriers in his city (including racial separation and, eventually, Jim Crow laws
instituted in Maryland and Baltimore) that often inhibited people from advancing socially and
economically and wanted to create an institution that could be used by anyone, keeping with the
trend of the time to offer institutions that provided opportunities for self-improvement.110 More
specifically, “Pratt was interested in providing ladders for the aspiring, whether white or black,
to climb from poverty.”111 Pratt’s library at its founding marks a transformative instance in
library history in the city: libraries had gone from being an institution of the already wealthy and
well-educated to their more current role of being an open institution for everyone. The Enoch
Pratt Free Library continued to grow; in 1905, with a donation of $500,000 from Andrew
Carnegie, the library was able to build 20 additional branches for the library system.112 Besides
being one of the landmark libraries of the time period, the Enoch Pratt Library System was
revolutionary at the time of its opening for a few other reasons. One was the establishment of
branch libraries, but the more important pillar of the Central library branch was its equal
access.113
In order to ensure equal access to the library, Enoch Pratt stipulated that the Board of
Trustees would be self-selected, meaning that the current board members would appoint their
successors rather than having new board members be voted in by an outside source. This
selection style was instituted to protect board members from being “appointed or removed on
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religious or political grounds.”114 For the most part, the board held true to the founder’s vision,
and even outright defended it. In 1913, the director of the Enoch Pratt Free Library, Bernard
Steiner, received a letter from William Yust, the librarian of the public library in Rochester, New
York. Yust queried Steiner on the library’s policy toward people of color, especially as Yust
considered Baltimore a Southern city. Steiner, to his credit, gave a response that essentially
stated that they had encountered no difficulties and that the Trustees and city authorities believed
the position that the library had taken on the issue was the “proper one, on both legal and moral
grounds.”115
Not all Baltimoreans agreed with the policy though, specifically those who, it seems, had
gotten used to (and benefited from) the exclusivity of the previous subscription library models.
The library received complaints from white Baltimoreans about having to share the space with
black Baltimoreans. Suggestions about separate reading rooms for the races cropped up as well
as thoughts on other ways to segregate the black Baltimoreans within the library. Steiner and the
Board of Trustees ignored the comments, keeping their library open for all patrons who wished
to use it, and, when Yust wrote a follow-up letter commenting that surely the policy was keeping
some white patrons away and probably some black patrons too, Steiner once again responded
that he did not “believe that the grant of the privileges of the library in accordance with the
wishes of its founder, to all residents of Baltimore without distinction, has had any result except
the most beneficial one.”116
Libraries are institutions of change though, and that change is not always for the better.
The library that had stood proudly for equal access eventually ceded a little under new
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management. In 1926, after the death of Bernard Steiner, the Enoch Pratt Free Library found
itself looking for a new library director and found one in Joseph Lewis Wheeler. Wheeler’s
legacy illustrates the complex relationships between libraries, their surrounding communities,
and the people who run them. On the positive side, Wheeler seemed to encourage women
working in the library space. In an article titled “Memories of Enoch Pratt Free Library,” a
former PR director for the Enoch Pratt Free Library, Kate Coplan, recalls her experiences while
working at the library, almost all of them with fondness. She recounts how, during the
reconstruction of the building in 1932, Wheeler wanted a street-level entrance rather than a flight
of stairs to make the building more accessible so that “women could wheel their baby carriages
into” it.117 Wheeler also came up with the idea for the window displays that Coplan worked on
for most of her career as a PR director, an effort to get the surrounding community aware of the
library’s services and draw them in, an initiative that was a big success.118
Wheeler didn’t appear to show any hesitation about working with women, as is evidenced
by Coplan’s accounts and the women that he hired and put in positions of prominence around the
library, such as a Margaret Edwards who would eventually be the coordinator of work with
young adults.119 Yet all of the women Wheeler worked with were white. Black women did not
receive the same treatment. Augusta Baker interviewed for a position as a children’s librarian in
1933 and stated that Wheeler “made it very plain that they weren’t hiring Negro librarians.”120 A
year later the library opened separate bathrooms for “Colored Men” and “Colored Women”
under the leadership of Wheeler after some white patrons complained about the integrated

117

Kate M. Coplan, “Memories of Enoch Pratt Free Library,” American Libraries 24, no. 3 (March 1993): 270
Coplan, “Memories of Enoch Pratt Free Library,” 266-269
119
Coplan, “Memories of Enoch Pratt Free Library,” 267
120
Wiegand, “‘Any Ideas?": The American Library Association and the Desegregation of Public Libraries in the American
South,” Libraries: Culture, History, and Society 1, no. 1 (2017): 7
118

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

45

facilities.121 It would seem that he counteracted the strides he made in promoting women by
making the space less welcoming for people of color. The library was still responding to the
wants of its citizens at the time, it just picked and chose which citizens it would listen to the
most. As time went on, the library did away with the segregated bathrooms after desegregating
the school system as a result of Brown vs. the Board of Education in 1954. Libraries do not exist
in a void, and while most of the time the responsiveness they have to their community is for the
better, sometimes it can reflect the prejudices of those communities as well.
The question of race and equal access that plagued the library system in Baltimore was
felt by the city as a whole on a much larger scale. Before the Civil War, the population of black
Baltimoreans was over 25,000 people, “the largest free black community in the United States” at
that time (~1860). 122 After the war ended in 1865, the population grew further due to the
migration of black freedmen to Baltimore from Virginia and rural Maryland because of the rise
of manufacturing jobs. 123 Baltimore became a haven for black workers, both unskilled and semiskilled, and boasted the 2nd largest black community in the United States in both 1890 and 1900.
In 1910, it was still home to the 4th largest black community, and it was around this time that a
new zoning practice come into play, one that would change city zoning for many other American
urban centers and would be to the detriment of urban black populations across the United
States.124
Before 1880, there were very few racial zoning laws and thus black Baltimoreans and
Baltimoreans of other races were not “confined to one area of the city.”125 They resided next to
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each other, with black Baltimoreans often having neighbors who were German or Irish. Black or
African Americans could be found all over the city. Although the majority lived in the Eastern
and Southern sectors of the city, there were not any hard rules to dictate where a person of a
certain race could and could not live. Additionally, as many whites began moving to the suburbs,
black families began moving to the Central and Northwestern parts of the city and eventually
gained enough numbers to elect a black councilmember in 1896.126 While white populations
were beginning to move out, the neighborhoods were still left unsegregated, as was the case in
many Southern cities of the time.127
As noted in the introduction of this paper, this time period (1870-1930) saw a great
increase in public education.128 In 1872, the first black public school was opened in Baltimore.
The establishment of more public schools for black children followed, as deemed necessary by
the Board of Public-School Commissioners of the City of Baltimore. At first, it was expected
that white children would attend newly constructed schools and the black children would utilize
existing buildings, but there was one main problem with this system. The neighborhoods still
consisted of a mix of white and black families, but children couldn’t necessarily attend the
nearest school if it was designated for another race. Instead of integrating the schools, the city
used the segregated schools to determine where people could live. Black families who wished for
their child to be able to go to school were often forced to move closer to the designated black
schools, and their old houses in white school districts could then only be sold to white families.
The creation of schools became a playing field for determining where Baltimoreans of different
races would live, turning “officially ‘white’ schools” into “chess pieces white homeowners used
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to block black migration.”129 Thus, the movement for public education also allowed a new means
to regulate where black citizens lived. Black families were forced to move to areas around
schools open to their children, which created clustering of the city’s black population in areas
that were too small for the number of people being pushed into them, and thus helped create the
overpopulated, under-resourced areas of the city that black Baltimoreans still primarily live in
today.
Residential segregation was eventually written into law. In 1907, a law was passed that
blocked black families from occupying a house on a block of all white people without the
majority of the white residents agreeing to let them live there. At the same time, limited school
options for black children “helped push life-long Baltimoreans and new migrants alike into just
one part of West Baltimore.”130 By 1911, the 1907 law was rewritten to say that “no black person
could move onto a majority-white block anywhere in Baltimore or vice versa.”131 The city and its
laws had efficiently and effectively pushed the black population of Baltimore into one section of
the town and then trapped them there, leaving them in housing that became increasingly
overcrowded, which led to a myriad of health concerns.132 Additionally, this meant that the
libraries that were already in place were now de facto segregated; while access was open to all,
the libraries that were situated in primarily black neighborhoods were used by black patrons and
the libraries in primarily white neighborhoods were used by mainly white patrons.
This was around the same time that the Enoch Pratt Free Library started getting
complaints about the black patrons of the library. In 1910, a year before the more explicit racial
zoning law was passed, the Educational Society of Baltimore which consisted of some of
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Baltimore’s educators, published a critique of the library’s general services (book lending,
reading rooms, etc.) that emboldened others to come forward with their complaints. The library
never outright revoked access to the library to anyone though; the most drastic measure of
discrimination they allowed were the separate bathrooms for black and white patrons. It was
caught in between a white population that wanted completely separate facilities, its founder’s
wish for continued equal access, and the needs and desires of black families trying to ensure that
they would be able to have access to a welcoming “resource for continuing education,”
especially since the public schools for black children at this time were understaffed and
underfunded.133 Though the Supreme Court eventually struck down racial zoning laws, their
damage had been done for the most part. The library’s main job now would be to continue to
adapt to be able to reach as many people as possible in a Jim Crow environment.
As the time continued and the city of Baltimore evolved with it, the library continued to
change to better fit the needs of its patrons. The reconstruction of the Central building took place
in the midst of the Great Depression, and in an effort to provide jobs and get the Baltimore
public involved in the process, the library hired Baltimoreans to assist with and construct the new
building.134 It started its first Bookmobile of sorts in 1942 with a Book Wagon, a horse drawn
wagon with 3 shelves of books that could be driven around town to deliver materials to patrons
that might not be able to make it to the library building.135 The horse (named Betty) was both a
staple of the services, and a creative way to get around rubber and tire restrictions of WWII.136
During World War II, the library became a distribution center for war posters, the primary
meeting place of Red Cross and air raid warden members, and a daycare when women began
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working and needed a someone to watch their children.137 In the 1950s, as society was becoming
more focused on science because of the Cold War and the Space Race, the library worked to
promote that scientific curiosity in its community, organizing “noontime lectures” or “brownbag
lectures” which brought in patrons from all over the city to learn more about specific topics
during their lunch hour.138 In 1969, the first black board member was appointed to the library
board; in 1981, the first black Director of the Library was selected, Anna Curry.139 The library
was moving and adapting to offer programs and services that the public had an interest in, and it
was also making a conscious effort to have more diverse leadership in order to better represent
their community.
In the 1970s, the city of Baltimore underwent a rather major economic shift as the city
moved from a manufacturing economy to a service-based one. The shift left a lot of people
without the qualifications to acquire well-paying jobs in the city, mainly black and African
Americans who had been working in manufacturing. The library in response opened the Job and
Career Information Center. The library created a service that went into businesses and offered
help with resumes and information about careers, in addition to retraining people for alternative
forms of work. The job center was one of the first changes to the library that reflects its more
modern scope. At this time, there was a big need in the community, and instead of turning to
other government services that could have helped, the library assumed that role instead. In 2018,
the job center went mobile. It can now take 12 computers in a 38 ft vehicle into the community
and provide one-on-one access, training assistance, resume writing, career searching, all in an
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effort to extend their services to areas of the city that don’t have access to public transportation
or that are in parts of the city librarians call an information desert.140
In the early 1990s, the country experienced a recession that was felt by public libraries
across the country in the form of budget cuts. The Enoch Pratt Library system almost closed a
branch library in a primarily black neighborhood because the numbers of circulated books in that
branch were lower than in branches in other neighborhoods, a practice that was common with
other library systems (Omaha Public Library system closed a branch for the same reason) .141
This was a neighborhood that was created by the zoning laws in the early 1900s and had
remained rather starkly segregated due to other pressures, mostly the rising cost of living in other
areas of the city. In the end, the branch library remained open, and even underwent renovations
in the late 2010s as part of the larger renovation project for the library. However, Baltimore in
the 2020s is still a “Category-5 hyper segregated city,” meaning that it has the biggest difference
between the white and black communities in the city. Essentially, there is an overallocation of
resources in white communities but an under allocation of resources in black communities.142
This disparity in resources is best described by Dr. Lawrence Brown as “the white L” and
“the Black Butterfly.” The central area of the city is predominantly white, and also receives the
most resources. Within the “White L,” Baltimore boasts free public transportation, bike share
stations, well supported public-school systems, access to quality grocery stores, etc. In contrast,
the East and West sides of Baltimore (The “Black Butterfly” as also coined by Dr. Brown), are
home to primarily black Baltimoreans who have to pay for public transportation in those areas,
don’t have bike share stations in their neighborhoods, attend underfunded schools (and suffer
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school closures disproportionately), and are prone to food deserts, areas where healthy foods
aren’t an option. 143 Unfortunately, the disparity in resources seems to extend, to a certain extent,
to libraries as well. On a map showing the Baltimore libraries (As in Figure 11), there is a
noticeable gap in West Baltimore (the left wing of the “Black Butterfly”). This region is where a
public library would be extremely valuable, but there are none to be found. To the library’s
credit, there seems to be accessible libraries in the East of the city (the right wing of the “Black
Butterfly”), which suffers many of the same problems of the West. Additionally, the
Bookmobile’s job is to go into regions of the city that might not have access to libraries, and so it
can be assumed that at least the Bookmobile ventures into these areas of the city.
The library is often one of the main resources in communities that are victim to the
degradation of resources. It can be difficult for them to remain operable, as witnessed by the
threatened closure of a branch library in 1999 in a predominantly black neighborhood in West
Baltimore. Part of the problem for the library was how policy makers define success. Most of the
common markers for success are numbers, such as circulation rates, database usage, and digital
circulation, but while the numbers tell a piece of the story, there are many other benefits of the
library that are much harder to measure. Perhaps the Baltimore Friends of the Library group
explained it best when they were protesting the closing of the branch in 1999: “The city just
looks at the numbers, … but they won’t look at what a library really means to the
community.”144 The library has since adapted its definition of success to better fit the library’s
actual services today, but it is still a complicated topic. Wesley Wilson explains that the library is
always looking for new models to define what success is. While numbers are useful and are easy

143

Lawrence Brown, “Two Baltimores: The White L vs. the Black Butterfly,” Baltimore City Paper (The Baltimore Sun, June 28,
2016), https://www.baltimoresun.com/citypaper/bcpnews-two-baltimores-the-white-l-vs-the-black-butterfly-20160628htmlstory.html.
144
Wiegand, Part of Our Lives, 225

ATLANTA AND BALTIMORE PUBLIC LIBRARIES

52

to comprehend, they don’t tell the whole story. It has sought different measures of success, such
as anecdotal evidence of how the library has helped different people, such as “How is Pratt
doing?” cards that can be filled out online or in person.145
The library is still always looking for ways to better serve the community, and this is
perhaps best highlighted by Wesley Wilson’s response when asked if there were any specific
changes that best exemplify how the library had adapted in order to better serve the community.
Wilson said no, there weren’t. This isn’t because he doesn’t believe that the library changes with
the community though—quite the opposite. He said no because the library is always evolving
and shifting to better fit the needs of the community, so there isn’t any one change that defines
that relationship. Wilson’s answer is telling of the relationship between the library and the
community. He says that the manager’s library meetings have a common theme of making sure
that the library is fitting with the needs of the customers, and that discussion is always a
collaborative one. One of the most recent changes that reflects the desire to better serve the
customer is the waiving of fines. As of 2018, all of the Enoch Pratt Free Libraries are fine free,
meaning that the library no longer charges overdue fines to its customers. Wilson explains the
decision had two main components: for one, they didn’t want to discourage people with fines
from coming back to the library because they couldn’t pay the fine, and they didn’t want to bar
access for anyone (under the previous rule, after a certain number of fines the customer couldn’t
check out materials). The library decided that “No one should be denied a library card or access
to materials,” and did away with fines.146
When asked how the public views the Enoch Pratt Free Library System, Wilson said that
from what he gathers, the community see the library first and foremost as a place of trust. The
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community turns to the library for help with problems that require trust, such as legal counsel
(besides asking librarians for help, the library has recently started working with a legal aid group
in Baltimore to provide pro-bono work for patrons), or aid with living arrangements in the city (a
social worker is also available on staff at the library for patrons who need it).147 The Central
Branch recently underwent renovations that kept accessibility in mind: the space is much more
open and hopefully more welcoming for patrons who enter.
The branch libraries also build up trust with their patrons in a way that is maybe more
intimate than the patron’s relationship with the central library. Wilson says that, “essentially, we
see the [branch] library as functioning as an extension of your living room.”148 Herbert
Malveaux, the Neighborhood Services Chief in charge of the branch libraries in the Enoch Pratt
System, explained that “each branch is supposed to take up the flavor of the neighborhood and
understand the needs of the citizens that surround the neighborhood.”149 Sometimes this variance
means offering different takes on the same theme of programming: Malveaux explained the
summer reading program called Imagination Celebration spans all of the branches, but while
some branches do large, in person events, others offer take-home craft kits or partner with other
branches to put on more elaborate events. Other times the programming is unique to the branch
itself. There is a large Spanish-speaking population that lives around the Southeast Anchor
branch, and this branch does more English as a Second Language (ESL) courses, afterschool
literacy programs, and homework help than the others do.150 The branch libraries have a much
more personal touch to them, and since they are able to adapt quicker and on a smaller scale to
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their communities, the hope is that residents of the surrounding community are more inclined to
trust the libraries.
Perhaps the most recent example, or one of the most notable examples, of this tight-knit
relationship the Enoch Pratt Free Library has with its public was demonstrated in 2015 after the
death of Freddie Gray. On April 12, 2015, Freddie Gray was arrested on questionable grounds in
Baltimore. Wes Moore, a writer from Baltimore, MD, explains that then, “when he couldn’t, or
wouldn’t, walk to [the police] transport van, [the police officers] dragged him along the
sidewalk. What happened next was a matter of dispute. But when Freddie Gray died a week
later, from a severed spine, much of Baltimore believed the police had killed him.”151 The five
days after Freddie Gray’s death were ones of turmoil for Baltimore. Protests and then riots broke
out across the city, and Baltimore soon became national news.152 However, while parts of
Baltimore were shutting down and hoping to ride out the unrest, the public libraries of the city
remained open, each one, even the ones in close proximity to the disturbances. The Head Library
Director at the time, Carla Hayden, went to the Pennsylvania-Young branch (the branch right in
the middle of the unrest) to be with the public.153 President Obama commended the decision to
keep the libraries open, and described the Enoch Pratt Free Library System as “a beacon to the
community.”154 A year after Freddie Gray’s death, Hayden was promoted to the head of the
Library of Congress by President Obama, the first female and black person to fill the position.155
The relationship between the library and the community is not one-sided though. As
Wilson explains, “Baltimore has historically a very long history of philanthropy. And
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Baltimoreans who can give back, do give back, and those who can’t give financially give their
time.”156 He described the relationship between the city government and the library as a fairly
good one as well, and didn’t seem to think that the library had to fight for funding any more than
any other governmental organization. There are other foundations for the library to get funds
from as well: there’s a transportation fund to bring students to the library in buses, the
Institutional Advancement Office which works to find funding for expanded programs and
services, and, of course, the Friends of the Library group. Wilson was convinced, for good
reason, that the city of Baltimore and its citizens have a fond, unique relationship with the
library. They see it as a vital part of their community, and the community never talks about
abandoning libraries, “expanding, yes.”157 The library has been working since its founding to
support and assist the city, and it is evident that the community has both recognized that and is
actively trying to give back to the library.
The story of the Enoch Pratt Free Library System and its relationship to Baltimore has the
same general elements as the Fulton County Public Library and the city of Atlanta. Enoch Pratt
founded a library that was open to all, and, for the most part, the library has evolved and changed
with that mission as a guiding force. Similarly, the Central building of the library has remained
more or less the same for almost 100 years. After its renovation in the 1930s, it was the building
that was at the helm of the library system, the flagship library building for, essentially, the state
of Maryland. Even though the building and the mission have stayed relatively consistent, that
definitely does not mean that the library has remained stagnant. It has added programs, services,
materials, staff members, and renovated spaces to make the library more accessible, and even
after a years-long renovation project that revamped almost every library building in the system,
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the library is still thinking of ways to go forward and better serve its community. It lives in a
state of perpetual change, the same state that it has existed in since its founding. The core of the
library stays the same, aiming to serve the public and its community, offering a safe space and
the chance grow, but it has evolved and blossomed into an almost living entity that predicts and
reacts to the changing climate of its community so that it can continue to have something for
everyone.

Conclusion
Public libraries have been changing and transforming since their establishment, working
to become more understanding and supportive of their surrounding community. They are a prime
example of an institution that become less rigid as it ages: most of their changes are to make the
library more welcoming for everyone, from desegregating the libraries in the south in the 1960s
to mobilizing libraries to literally meet people where they are. This open-door policy has led to
libraries being a trusted institution in their home communities, especially among populations that
can feel isolated and discriminated against in other institutions. A librarian in the Los Angeles
Public Library was interviewed, and the interviewer explained that the librarian:
once confided to me that when he worked at a branch downtown, local drug
dealers used to come to the library and ask him to help fill out their tax returns.
He thought it was a perfect example of the rare role libraries play, to be a
government entity, a place of knowledge, that is nonjudgmental, inclusive, and
fundamentally kind.158
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There are a thousand examples of interactions librarians have had that reinforce the
sentiment the Los Angeles public librarian expressed. People come to the library with
random questions, some much more serious than others, and sometimes just to have
someone to talk to. For example, there’s a blog called “I Work at a Public Library” in
which librarians can anonymously submit things that have happened at their library, and
while most are humorous (such as a young child asking for a book on how to start fires,
only for his mother to overhear and exclaim “Oh God, not again!”), there are some that
are much more heartfelt, such as a young boy who went to a cooking class to learn how
to make a pie for his family to show his gratitude to them.159 The requests, sometimes
bizarre and sometimes vulnerable and sweet, show how extremely versatile the library is,
something it has been working on since its founding.
The true flexibility of American public libraries was recently put to the test at a
time when the very foundation of global society seemed to be shifting. In late 2019, a
COVID-19 was reported to be spreading in China, and soon, in early 2020, the world had
essentially shut down. While it was easy to watch the growing restrictions and safety
recommendations pop up with a strange sense of detachment, for me, the growing threat
of the pandemic didn’t become quite real until the public library shut down. I remember
standing in front of the Fayetteville Public Library, a stack of books in my arms that I
was trying to put into a book return that had been sealed shut, and finally feeling that the
pressing pandemic was a very real and very present danger. I had never seen the library
shut down, and that alone unsettled me more than just about anything else at that time.
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As the world turned virtual and people stayed inside their homes, the gap between
those with digital access and those without became glaring. Normally, those without
computer access could just go to the library for their online meetings and virtual classes
and happy hours with the family over Zoom, but with the library closed, a significant
portion of the population was essentially cut off from the rest without any way to access
the burgeoning virtual reality. It was a test of libraries’ flexibility, and whether their
tradition of change and adaption could keep up with the rapidly changing global
guidelines and restrictions. If libraries, entities that are extremely reliant on the physical
space of their buildings, could find a way to still serve the public and support the
community without their key physical refuge and materials, then, essentially, they could
survive anything. Without fully knowing it, they were attempting to prove their vitality,
and their importance and value to everyone. And they succeeded.
Public libraries soon became an even more important entity. They loaned out WiFi hotspots, allowing homes that didn’t have internet access to conduct business and
connect with people through the virtual sphere. For those who didn’t have devices to
access the internet at home, libraries loaned out Chromebooks. The Enoch Pratt public
library made their mobile job center into a mobile hotspot that would drive into
communities and stay for an hour or two to allow people to check their emails or conduct
any other online business.160 The Wi-Fi of each of the library buildings was also
enhanced so that it reached beyond the walls of the library, allowing people to access the
internet from outside the physical space of the library.161 The Atlanta and Baltimore
libraries moved to doing primarily virtual programming as well, bringing in people that
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relied on children’s Storytime and other classes the library offered, along with new
people that found the new virtual format to be less intimidating than the in-person
offerings. In Atlanta, they aimed to have a Storytime over Facebook every day, along
with weekly book talks for elementary school kids, teenagers, and tweens. For adults,
they had online DIY and craft classes, fitness and workout videos and groups that met
over Zoom, and cooking lessons.162
The actual spaces of the library became important in the later stages of COVID19 as well. Some library buildings temporarily housed vaccination clinics for the public,
and a reference line was opened that could book appointments for people who wanted to
sign up to get vaccinated or tested for COVID-19. The reference line could also arrange
transportation for the affected person to their appointment if they needed it. Libraries
were responding rather quickly to their communities rapidly developing needs, and they
weathered the updated CDC recommendations, sharing information that was up to date
and scientifically backed. The use of libraries as vaccination clinics and as a connecting
line to other clinics shows how fundamentally trusted public libraries are in American
society. Additionally, libraries were a large part of getting resources and internet access
to underserved communities. 163 This computer access allowed people who wouldn’t
have had much access to information about the pandemic to be able to research updating
guidelines and discoveries about the virus.
Because of this fundamental trust in libraries, libraries grew even more into their
role as information centers in the community and were revered as such in a high capacity
than normal. The Atlanta library noted that their online “ask a librarian” button was
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pretty active, with a lot of the people using it asking for assistance without an idea of
where else to turn. Some people just wanted someone to talk to, some didn’t know how to
get food or pay rent, some had just lost their jobs and were unsure of where to start
looking in a time period as tumultuous as the one COVID-19 heralded. Other people left
thank-you messages to the library and librarians on the digital platform. In the new
climate, people were rediscovering all that libraries could do, often out of necessity. In
other words, before COVID-19, many people probably knew about libraries but didn’t
really think about them. After COVID-19, people were looking for entertainment and
outlets in new ways and rediscovered the library that way, or people suddenly needed
assistance and didn’t know where else to turn, which led them to the library.164
Essentially, COVID-19 reinforced libraries’ roles in society, and enhanced their
already high adaptability. Libraries are a hidden entity sometimes, but “in times of
trouble, libraries are sanctuaries. They become town squares and community centers.”165
In Baltimore, the library was a sanctuary during the unrest after the death of Freddie
Gray. During the recent pandemic, libraries were a trusted source of information about
the disease and provided entertainment and escape for those who were stuck in their
homes. They changed their model on the turn of a dime, translating their physical model
of sanctuary and home into a virtual version that could be streamed in, whether through a
class on Zoom, a book picked up remotely, or from a digital download of an audiobook.
Perhaps COVID-19 helped libraries once again come to the forefront of American
conversation. The great paradox of libraries can be summed up in a quotation from the
Neighborhood Services Chief in Baltimore, Herbert Malveaux: “the value of the library has
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actually increased, but the public’s knowledge of the value of the library has not increased.”166
He elaborated a little more, explaining that they are always trying to get the word out about
libraries and all they can do. It’s one of the biggest hurdles for public libraries, simply getting the
word out. Malveaux said that he often hears people say “I didn’t know you did that” or “well if
I’d known the library did all of that I would be here all the time. I just thought you had books on
your shelf and I’m not that interested in books but…”167 Libraries are much more than houses of
books and knowledge. They may have started that way, but their history indicates that instead of
simply existing to preserve the past, they are active members of their community, adapting and
filling the roles that the community needs. Whether that may be a new book series to read during
a global pandemic, a place to stay warm and dry with access to bathrooms, or a class about
cooking with tofu, the library has you covered.
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Appendix

Figure 1168
The Central Library Branch of the Fulton County Public Library System in Downtown Atlanta
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Figure 2
A map showing all of the library locations in Fulton County, GA.
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Figure 3
The Martin Luther King Branch of the Fulton County Library System

Figure 4
The Peachtree Branch of the Fulton County Library System
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Figure 5
The inside stacks of the Peachtree Library Branch

Figure 6
The Buckhead Branch of the Fulton County Library System
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Figure 7
The inside stacks of the Buckhead Library Branch

Figure 8
The Central Branch of the Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore, MD
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Figure 9
The nonfiction stacks in the Central Branch of the Enoch Pratt Free Library

Figure 10
The pathway to the Children’s section of the Enoch Pratt Free Library. The fish continue all the
way down 3 floors until you arrive at the right place.
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Figure 11
A map of all of the branches of the Enoch Pratt Free Library system (the libraries are noted by
the orange icon with the white book and head on it)

Figure 12
The author, Georgiana Powell, with the first library branch she visited for her thesis project
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